ISOFAR: A milestone in the history of organic farming research

Urs Niggli

In its infancy organic farming was embraced by some at the grassroots who spearheaded this novel and innovative approach to agriculture. Between 1930 and 1970, these pioneer farmers and gardeners deviated from the conventional farming pathway which was crowded with scientists who uncritically embraced the intensification of agricultural production. Distanced from laboratories and field trial plots, the organic pioneers practiced farming and husbandry that was ecologically balanced and suited to their cultivars and breeds.

Research in the field of organic farming began in the early 1970’s by several cutting-edge  research institutes in Europe and in the USA, primarily funded by private foundations. A seminal event in that epoch was the “1st International Scientific Conference of IFOAM” (International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements) organized 1977 by FiBL in Switzerland. For the first time, it focused on the new interest of the broader scientific community in organic farming. In the 1980’s, several university chairs were established for organic farming, the first at the University of Kassel/Germany. It has only been in the last 10 years that state research institutions have participated in basic and applied research pertaining to organic farming and ethologically oriented animal husbandry. Today, organic agriculture is finally accepted as a legitimate method and is en vogue among the agriculture, food and nutrition research communities. Some of the key players in organic research in Europe are highlighted in table 1. Generally speaking, in Europe, publically funded research has shifted in favor of organic farming at the expense of research resources for conventional farming. 

The launch of the International Society for Organic Agriculture Research (ISOFAR) represents a major milestone in organic farming research. This partnership will enhance scientific and technical progress. Strengthening research activities across all scientific disciplines will bolster the ecological, social and economic performance enabling organic farming to become a global model (Leitbild) for modern, sustainable agriculture. 

The structure of ISOFAR reflects the multi-faceted organic farming movement. It represents scientific excellence in all disciplinary research fields and fosters interdisciplinary dialogue and synergy. The overarching aim of ISOFAR is therefore to integrate the original approach of the organic pioneers with the scientific community and deepen the discourse among stakeholders though active and enthusiastic participation.

Figure 1: Development of organic farming research in a historical context.
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Table 1:
Key players in organic farming research

	The Pioneers

1930 to 1970
	Philosophical extension of research:
Rudolf Steiner, Ehrenfried Pfeiffer, Lili Kollisko

Criticism of science:
(Samuel Hanemann), Eve Balfour, Hans-Peter Rusch, Hans Müller

Agro-ecological approach:
Raoul Francé, Albert Howard, Franz Sekera, Eduard von Boguslawski, Jean Boucher

	The private research institutes

1950 to 1990
	Research Institute of Biodynamic Agriculture, D (1950)
Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (FiBL), CH (1973)
Louis Bolk Institute, NL (1976)
Rodale Institute, USA (1947, research activities since 1976)
Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for Organic Agriculture and Applied Ecology, A (1980)
Elm Farm Research Centre, UK (1982)
Henry Doubleday Research Association (HDRA), UK (1984)
Norwegian Research Institute for Organic Agriculture (NORSOK) (1987).

	Organic Chairs at universities and agricultural colleges

1980 to 
	Germany : Kassel-Witzenhausen, Bonn, Gießen, Nürtingen, Osnabrück, Munich, Dresden; coordinator for OF at Stuttgart-Hohenheim
Austria: University of Vienna (BOKU)
Denmark: KVL, University of Copenhagen
Netherlands: Wageningen University and Research Centre (WUR).
Sweden: Swedish Agricultural University
UK: Institute of Rural Studies, The University of Wales Aberystwyth, Scottish Agricultural College (SAC), Newcastle University
Hungary: Universities of Budapest and Gödöllö
Poland: University of Warsaw

	State R&D

1990 to 
	Denmark: Danish Research Centre for Organic Farming, DARCOF, Foulum
Finland: Research Station for Ecological Agriculture, MTT, Partala, 
Sweden: Centre for Sustainable Agriculture, CUL, Uppsala
Norwegian Centre for Ecological Agriculture, NORSOK, Tingvoll Gard
UK: Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs, DEFRA:
Research scheme on organic farming.
NL: Wageningen University and Research Centre, WUR.
Austria: State research institutes at Gumpenstein and Linz 
France: National Institute of Agricultural Research, INRA 
Switzerland: Federal Research Station for Agroecology and Agriculture, FAL, Zürich
Germany: Federal Agricultural Research Centre, FAL, Institute of Organic Farming, Braunschweig/Trenthorst. Research program of the Federal government (Organic Farming Scheme of BMVEL).
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